Abstract: Studies of younger youth suggest that the path to civic leadership and the development of associated skills and attitudes is not linear. Instead, these studies suggest that as youth learn to act as agents of change, their real world experiences may create dissonance in their civic skills and attitudes. The reported current study employs qualitative methods to examine the experiences of urban, low-income, youth of color who participated in a civic leadership curriculum. Findings give voice to youth's experiences and the tension that can occur on their journeys toward civic leadership. Implications are discussed.
Introduction
Scholars propose that civic identity can be developed in youth if they are viewed as change agents who have the capacity to contribute to their communities (Rubin, 2007; Shiller, 2012) . In fact, Checkoway and Gutierrez (2006) suggest that opportunities for community participation, such as civic leadership, allow youth to participate as assets in their communities and thus promote healthy developmental outcomes. Opportunities to engage as active members of a community are important for all youth and even more important for urban, lowincome, and minority youth. For example, due to experiences of marginalization, low-income youth and youth of color tend to be less civically engaged and may require different pathways to engagement than their white and/or more affluent counterparts (Atkins, & Hart 2003; Balsano, 2005; Sanchez-Jankowski 2002; Torney-Purta, Barber, & Wilkenfeld, 2006) . This gap in civic engagement for marginalized youth suggests that it may be important to engage them in their pre-adolescent years as opposed to waiting until they reach high school (Balsano, Phelps, Theokas, Lerner, & Lerner, 2009 ).
Encouragingly, when pre-adolescents participate in projects intended to improve community conditions they can become civically engaged (Shiller, 2012) . However, studies suggest that the path to civic leadership is not linear (RMC Research Corporation, 2005; Sullivan, 2006) . Instead, these studies report that as youth learn to act as agents of change, their real world experiences may create dissonance in their civic skills and attitudes. The current reported study employs qualitative methods to further examine the civic journeys of urban, low-income, youth of color who participated in a civic leadership curriculum.
Empirical evidence on outcomes related to programs that promote civic leadership in preadolescent youth is limited. This dearth of evidence is understandable given the challenges of conducting research in community-based programs where attendance fluctuates and attrition is a fact of life (Israel, Schulz, Parker, & Becker, 1998) . However, the existing studies are instructive. For example, a case study of fifth-grade girls (N=5) who participated in a civic engagement program called Public Achievement (PA), reported growth in civic skills, efficacy, and knowledge over a 17-month period (Smith, 2012) .
In contrast, a quasi-experimental study of PA, indicated mixed outcomes that appear to be agerelated (RMC Research Corporation, 2005; . For example, the youngest participants (grades 2 and 3) reported less confidence about making the world a better place at post-test than those who were in a comparison group (RMC Research Corporation, 2005) . However, 4th and 5th grade participants indicated greater affinity for willingness to solve problems at posttest than the students in a comparison group (RMC Research Corporation, 2006) . These mixed outcomes are echoed in research on the Young Heroes, a program offered by City Year to youth ages 11 to 14 years old (Sullivan, 2006) . Participants in that study demonstrated "high idealism about changing their communities, but at the program's end, their enthusiasm had receded below beginning levels" (Sullivan, 2006, p. ii) . However, at a 6 month follow up the participants' attitudes had returned to the pre-test levels (Sullivan, 2006) . These mixed findings among pre-adolescent youth suggest that dissonance occurs on the path toward civic leadership. That is, studies indicate growth in some civic skills and attitudes simultaneous to a reduction in other civic capacities. This warrants further study to gain a better understanding of these complex journeys. The current qualitative study contributes to this endeavor by examining youth's civic attitudes as they spend four weeks collaborating with peers to evaluate conditions and create change in the urban, public housing neighborhoods where they reside.
The study explores the overarching research question, What happens for youth who engage with peers to develop and apply civic leadership skills in the neighborhoods where they reside?
Hence, this study focuses on the ups-and-downs youth experience as they engage in civic activities as opposed to measuring the efficacy of a curriculum. This focus on understanding the journey aligns with Roholt, Baizerman, and Hildreth's (2013) assertion that researchers move from an emphasis of "changing [youth] to supporting them in understanding self, their community, and the larger world, as well as how they can change social conditions that negatively affect them" (p. 163).
Study Context and Curriculum
The civic leadership curriculum took place during four weeks of summer programming offered at a neighborhood-based afterschool program that focuses on increasing school success through mentoring, tutoring, and scholarship opportunities. The afterschool program is offered in several public housing neighborhoods in a western U.S. city. Youth who attend the program live at or below the poverty level, more than 70% of them receive free or reduced lunches at school and reside within or nearby the neighborhoods where each program site is located.
In addition to the civic leadership curriculum, the summer program provided supplemental reading groups, technology skills training groups, and a snack-recess period on Monday through Thursday with Fridays devoted to field trips. The civic leadership groups met 2 times per week, 1 hour for each session for a total of 8 hours over the 4 weeks. Attendance was quite regular as perfect attendance for all programming on Monday-Thursday was required for participation in the Friday field trips (e.g. amusement parks, movies, museums).
The civic leadership curriculum aimed to foster foundational civic skills and attitudes by providing hands-on learning opportunities for youth collaboration and leadership. The curriculum was developed from the ideas and activities of the international work of Driskell (2002) and Chawla (2002) as well as from aspects of the Public Achievement Project (Hildreth, 2000) . Activities included a modified photo-voice approach (Wang, & Burris, 1997) during which youth took photos in their neighborhoods, made written observations to assess the strengths and challenges of their respective neighborhoods and used this evidence to identify the problems or issues of most importance to them. The photo-voice approach was used because it has been shown to be effective in working with diverse groups to create needs assessments for social action (Wilson, Dasho, Martin, Wallerstein, Wang, & Minkler, 2007) .
In addition to the photo voice activities, the youth collaborated with each other and community resources such as urban gardens and graffiti trucks to plan and host neighborhood action days related to the problems they identified. The youth also developed fliers and canvassed the neighborhood to invite residents to the action days. Graduate student research assistants who had experience working with youth and community organizing facilitated each of the small groups. The principal investigator supervised the graduate students.
Method
Participants Seventy-seven youth participated in the civic leadership curriculum and 57 of those youth were present for the focus groups. The focus group participants were between the ages of 8 and 13 years old ( Χ age = 9.96, SD = 1.5) and boys made up 52.6% (n = 30) of the sample. The majority of the youth were Latino/a (77.2%, n = 44), followed by African American youth (10.5%, n=6), White youth (8.8%, n=5), and Asian youth (3.5%, n=2).
Data Collection Protocol and Procedures
All protocol and procedures were approved by the Institutional Review Board and parent consent and youth assent was obtained. Youth who were present on the first day and last day of summer programming participated in the focus groups. The protocol included questions to explore youth experiences with civic leadership and action. For example, during the initial focus groups youth were queried about their opinions on working with peers; what they thought about the idea of helping others (friends, family, people they did not know); what they thought kids could do to make change, and if they had aspirations for helping others in the present and future.
Additional questions were added for the final focus groups to learn about youth's experiences over the four weeks. For example, youth were asked their opinions on what they liked and did not like about collaborating with peers; what they had learned about themselves and working with others; what they learned about trying to make change in their neighborhoods; and who else, besides them, did they think should help to make changes in the neighborhood.
Focus groups lasted for about 30 to 45 minutes and were conducted by the graduate student research assistants. During the initial focus groups one site had a recording malfunction and no pre-focus group data were available for that site. The focus groups were intentionally structured to be fun, relaxing, and allow each participant the opportunity to share their views, as per Hill's (2006) findings on key factors children found to be important when involved with a research study.
Results

Analysis
The focus groups were transcribed, cleaned and loaded on to Atlas-ti for analysis. Lincoln and Guba's (1985) constant comparative method (CCM) was applied throughout analysis. In general, CCM involves analyzing data from the ground up by first coding actual words or phrases used by the participants (in-vivo codes) in order to capture the local language and ground the findings in the voices of the participants (Lincoln, & Guba, 1985) . Subsequent steps in CCM include: a) examining in-vivo codes in order to group them by common properties to develop preliminary or low-level inference themes, b) deeper analysis to ensure that preliminary themes cut across the data, and c) further analysis to abstract up to higher-level inference themes (Boeije, 2002; Lincoln, & Guba, 1985) .
More specifically our analytic process involved 5 steps. During step 1, the two authors worked independently to analyze the data for in-vivo codes. Since one of the authors was not familiar with the related literature this strategy helped to decrease researcher bias.
Step 2 involved the two authors comparing and contrasting their in-vivo codes to reach a consensus and group them into low-level inference themes (Seale, 1999 as cited in Silverman, 2006) .
Step 3 included establishing the boundaries of the low-level inference themes by summarizing the rules or criteria by which data could be placed in one theme versus another (Boeije, 2002 , Lincoln, & Guba, 1985 . Throughout this third step, each preliminary theme and related in-vivo codes were further compared directly to the data to ensure that they met the criteria we had established and that they were grounded in the voices of the participants (Boeije, 2002; Lincoln, & Guba, 1985) . The fourth step involved abstracting up to higher-level inference themes (Seale, 1999 as cited in Silverman, 2006) and further ensuring that they represented all the data and remained grounded in the voices of the youth.
The final step in our analysis involved quantifying the qualitative data in order to examine the percentages of quotes for each theme at initial and final focus groups. In order to make an accurate comparison of quote counts and themes between the initial and final focus groups we did not include the data from the site where the recording malfunction occurred. Atlas-ti allows for the quantification of qualitative data because it provides output of quote counts by theme into Excel files. The output from Atlas-ti displayed the total number of researcher-identified quotes in the initial and final focus group data respectively alongside of the count of quotes for each theme so that the number and percentage of quotes related to each theme could be assessed. This resulted in a nearly equal number of quotes in the initial focus groups (N = 256) and the final focus groups (N = 254).
Findings
Our analysis uncovered 10 themes across the initial and final focus groups: advocacy, agency, civic knowledge, and optimism about the goodness of others, mutuality, skills needed for cooperation, by-product of cooperation, aloofness, peers and conflict, and beneficial place (see Table 1 ). This section provides quotes to further delineate each theme with abbreviated theme definitions so as not to repeat the more detailed definitions in Table 1 . Quotes that indicate the belief or view that helping is what people "ought to do" or that people will help if called upon. This is in reference to others, NOT the youth themselves. The youth is the observer of the action or has the perception that others will help.
Peers and Conflict
Quotes that indicate conflict experiences with peers whether it was talking about fights, or not getting along with others, noting that others don't always want to do things the way the speaker wants them to, or disagreements happening between the youth during the focus group that require redirection by the facilitator.
Skills Needed for Cooperation
Quotes that indicate basic skills needed for cooperation including the ability to assess the characteristics or qualities of others or the ability to assess the characteristics or qualities of self whether or not the assessment is social desirable. Skills Needed for Cooperation may occur between peers or between a youth and an adult.
Agency, Advocacy, and Civic Knowledge. The theme agency, represents focus group discussions about actions the youth wanted to take or had taken to affect the community, other people, or their own lives, regardless of whether this action had positive or negative outcomes.
This theme is closely tied to the theme, advocacy, which was applied when youth actively supported or argued for an idea. The following quote depicts these two themes as one of the youth presents and argues for his idea on how to help the homeless, "See, make them a little shelter where people work there and give them food, clothes -hand-me-down clothes, not real clothes." Another youth noted the agency and advocacy themes during a conversation about changing the problem of trash in the neighborhood when she stated that she would stand up to someone littering and ask them to stop and put it in the trash can. The agency theme also appears on its own in the following quote where a youth describes the type of action one could take, noting that it could be for positive or negative ends "You could help somebody steal or like help somebody build something."
The theme, civic knowledge, reflects quotes in which youth describe how civil society works (or does not work). These include references to how governmental or non-governmental systems could help or hinder their civic efforts as well as when youth talk about public issues such as elections. This theme often arose in conversations related to agency such as the following quote:
Adult: How do you guys think kids can help to make change in the neighborhood? Youth 1: Go see the mayor. A: Kids can go to the mayor? Y2: Write a note. Y3: Send a letter. Y4: Signing all, then the mayor will see the president and the president will pass a new law. A: Who should be the one help them? Y5: The police, the government. Y6: The police are never around.
Note that the last two youth speaking in this quote exemplify the notion that civic knowledge includes knowledge about how civil society helps and hinders action, i.e., when asked who should help one youth states, "the police, the government" (how civil society works) and the other responds, "the police are never around" (how civil society does not work).
Optimism about the Goodness of Others and Mutuality. While the youth in this study described experiences of the police not being around when they are needed, they still believe that helping is something that people "ought to do" or that others will help if called upon. The theme, optimism about the goodness of others represents this view as depicted in the following quote:
A: If someone in your neighborhood asked for help, who would be the one to help them? Y1: Us Y2: Teachers Y3: Everyone Y4: Some people don't get along but put aside their differences to help each other -to help the neighborhood.
In addition to this optimism or belief that others will help, the youth described their understanding and practice of reciprocity, the idea that people can benefit from interdependent relationships as represented by the theme mutuality and portrayed in the following quotes. The first quote represents a proximal view of mutuality: "I want to help my family because now they've helped me some and I want to help them some." However, the second quote represents a broader or more distal view of mutuality: Y: "What did I learn working with other kids? That like Martin Luther King made a dream and his dream came true, and his dream should still be true, that all of us, all of the little black boys and little black girls and all little white boys and all little white girls coming outside to play with each other and helping out each other when needed."
Skills Needed for Cooperation and the By-product of Cooperation. In addition to the previous themes, the focus group discussions portrayed the theme, skills needed for cooperation. This theme was represented by quotes in which they described their capacity to cooperate or that they at least knew the basic skills needed to cooperate with others, even if they weren't always able to implement them. The skills for cooperation also included youth's ability to assess their own skills and the characteristics of others. Even though cooperation wasn't always easy for the youth they noted that there is a benefit to working with others and these quotes are represented by the theme, by-product of cooperation.
A: What do you like about helping other kids? Y1: I like helping other kids because if you help other kids then they will help you back, and then you can help others, you can help some more kids. Y2: If you help like if you and some other kids help you can talk to each other and you may learn new stuff with them and get the job done faster.
Peers and Conflict and Aloofness. The next two themes represent the obstacles youth experienced along their civic leadership journeys. The theme peers and conflict portrays the challenges youth experienced as they endeavored to collaborate. In the following quote a youth simply points out that when people get tired, conflict occurs: "They got tired, they got in a fight." Other youth provided a more complex view of the theme, peers and conflict:
Y: "What's hard, some of us cannot get along well and some of us interrupt. Like when there are new kids around, we're not showing the new kids a good example and when there are new kids around we are supposed to be good children, supposed to give them a good example to help them for when they stay here for a couple of days or years they'll know not to act like us when we were kids." Y: "This boy he brings out his boxing gloves out 'cause he wants to fight with me but he doesn't want to hurt his fists and then he has an older brother put them on me and makes me fight him and then his older brother gets mad because I beat him up because I'm older and he's younger and I keep telling him don't fight me, don't punch me or I'll go mad."
Another obstacle to engagement is depicted in the theme aloof. This theme represents discussions the youth had that reflected the absence of a sense of agency, a sense of detachment, or a disconnection within themselves (aloof-self) or as observed in others (aloofothers In reference to the conversation quoted above, it is important to mention that responding, I don't know, to a question about how youth can make change did not always correlate with an aloof attitude because sometimes, youth truly are not sure what they can do to create change. However, in the context of the focus group, this quote and tone indicated aloofness versus lack of knowledge about how to make change.
Beneficial Place. The last theme, beneficial place, arose from focus group discussions in which the youth described their desire to: 1) retain positive elements that already exist in the neighborhood (beneficial placemaintain); 2) modify what already exists in the neighborhood (beneficial place-modify), or 3) create new resources (beneficial place-create). Y: "Well, I like that there is a playground and there is a park so that way kids don't have to be bored and there is a recreation center that they can go to and they can join sports and clubs and all that." Y: "[I like that there are] People that put the trash in the trash-can and people that solve problems."
These next two quotes depict what youth would like to modify about their neighborhoods:
Y: "You should pick up glass because people could get cut their feet cut and it could get infected and they can get sick." Y: "Paint the park different colors, make it colorful." Youth also shared ideas of new resources to create as the following quote portrays.
Y: "Starting today, I'm going to make my own business after [names afterschool program] for like retired people who can't walk and stuff, if they have to go to the store I'm gonna go for them so they can be better 'cuz a lot of people just a lot of old people never go out because there's whole bunch of fights outside my house and my mom don't like it because she has a feeling that they're going to pull out a gun."
In addition to representing the theme beneficial place-create, the quote above brings us back to the themes agency and advocacy, as the youth describes the actions he wants to take to affect others and he argues for why this action is needed.
The Journey. This next set of findings represents the changes in the quote percentages by each qualitative theme from the initial to the final focus groups (see Table 2 ). As presented in Table 2 , some of themes showed a near steady state with almost no difference in percentage of quotes per theme from initial to final focus groups, while others showed a decrease in percentage at the final focus groups, and still others indicated an increased representation at the final focus groups. it was at the final focus groups (5.51%). Similarly, the theme, optimism about the goodness of others, was nearly equal in the initial focus groups (11.32%) and final focus groups (10.23%). In contrast, the percentage of quotes related to the theme mutuality decreased in percent (red line) from the initial focus groups (6.64%) to the final focus groups (3.93%). Other themes such as advocacy and skills needed for cooperation showed an increased percentage (green line) of representation at the final focus groups. For example, percentage of quotes related to advocacy was smaller at the initial focus groups (3.12%) than at final focus groups (11.02%).
Discussion
This study explored the question, What happens for youth who engage with peers to develop and apply civic leadership skills in the neighborhoods where they reside? The findings illustrate the ups and downs that these youth experienced on the path toward civic leadership. The following discussion examines the findings in light of youth's journeys as agents of change and the dissonance inherent that journey.
The findings illuminate the youth's civic leadership journeys. For example, the percentage of quotes related to the theme advocacy increased at the end of the four week leadership curriculum, while there was almost no change in the percentage of quotes for the theme, agency. This suggests that over the course of the program the youth maintained their initial sense of agency, but advanced in advocacy. In contrast, youth's perspective on how much others would be willing to help make change decreased as illuminated by increased percentage of quotes for the theme, aloof-others. Examples of this were evident in final focus group discussions when youth indicated a greater awareness of people tossing beer cans in the alley versus the trash bin and when they expressed disappointment that some neighborhood residents did not attend the neighborhood action days that they held at the end of the summer. These findings suggest that youth learned that not everyone in a neighborhood is willing to act or to help, but also suggests an increase in their capacity to observe and assess qualities in others, such as an aloof attitude.
Additionally, as the youth discovered more things in their neighborhoods they liked and wanted to maintain [beneficial place maintain] they may have been more disappointed when they observed that others did not share their call to advocacy. These findings may shed light on the dissonant experiences of participants in the Young Heroes program who initially reported "high idealism about changing their communities, but at the program's end, their enthusiasm had receded below beginning level" (Sullivan, 2006, p. ii) . The hope one can draw from the current study lies in the participants' maintained sense of agency and increased sense of advocacy over the program period.
Considered together, the findings suggest how a person of any age might assess her or his capacities and experiences after working collaboratively to make change. That is, people often enter community or other change efforts with a sense of agency, advocacy, and aspirations for mutuality. However, while change efforts are rewarding, they are also wrought with challenges that affect one's experiences and attitudes. Indeed, the findings suggest that this could be one possible story for the youth in our study. Their sense of agency at the end of the program was retained and they portrayed greater endorsement of a sense of advocacy. In contrast, at the end of the program, the youth assessed that indeed there was less reciprocity and mutuality among peers than they imagined prior to their collaborative change efforts.
Additionally, the findings suggest another experience common to organizing for change and this is the challenge of reaching out to neighborhood residents who did not always respond. These findings may illuminate the experiences reported by the participants studied in the Public Achievement program who indicated less confidence about making the world a better place at the end of programming (RMC Research Corporation, 2005 .
It is noteworthy that throughout the journey the youth did not become more disengaged, i.e., the preponderance of the theme, aloof-self, is nearly the same at the initial and final focus groups. This is similar to the 4 th and 5 th grade participants in the Public Achievement program who indicated greater affinity for willingness to solve problems at the end of programming (RMC Research Corporation, 2005) .
Limitations
Several limitations are at work in our study. While missing data is a fact of life in research, it does present limitation in this research. As noted earlier, a recording malfunction resulted in the absence of data for one of the sites at the initial focus group. However, all 10 themes were present whether we included or excluded the data from the final focus group for which we had no initial focus group recording. Also, the quote count and percentage comparisons were completed only for sites on which we had both initial and final focus groups. Also, during the 4 weeks of the curriculum the participants were also involved in other program activities such as technology-computer training, summer reading groups, and assorted field trips. While the other program activities did not intentionally seek to provide the same experiences as the civic leadership curriculum, it is feasible that some of the findings reported here are by-products of those activities or a combination of them and the leadership curriculum. However, the results paint a picture of youth experiences with civic leadership that highlights findings of other studies (RMC Research Corporation, 2005 Smith, 2012 , Sullivan, 2006 .
Implications
In sum, the findings suggest that participants' developed an awareness regarding the complexities of their neighborhoods and of working with peers and adults to effect change. In the words of Roth and Brooks-Gunn (2003) the curriculum provided the youth with "real challenges and active participation" (p. 204) and this resulted in real world findings that mirror real world experiences of civic leadership. The reality that civic engagement is a combination of positive and negative experiences is important learning for all civic leaders so that they may understand that working for change and engaging others in that change is challenging, but that it can also engender optimism.
The ups and downs of collaborative change efforts that the youth in our study experienced are instructive for practitioners who endeavor to implement civic leadership curricula. For example, youth may increase their sense that others are aloof to their cause and this can be an important point of discussion along their journey as change agents. Additionally, practitioners can help youth to recognize that the path to working for change includes many tough problems to solve and that no one is expected to always know how to solve them. Practitioners are encouraged to highlight the ups and downs which historical and contemporary civic leaders have experienced so that youth don't lose heart in their own process of leading. Balsano (2005) states that "for most youth, civic engagement requires a personal transformation and we need to accept the responsibility of aiding youth through that transformation" (p. 199). Our findings and those of other studies on civic engagement programs with similar aged youth echo this idea of a journey versus an outcome. Practitioners are encouraged to support youth as they carve their pathways toward civic leadership and action.
